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Executive Function Assessment for
Adults

.

Missing deadlines, losing track of tasks, starting work late despite good intentions, or
feeling overwhelmed by everyday administration can be frustrating at any age. An

executive function assessment adults may consider can help clarify whether these

patterns reflect attention and planning difficulties, emotional regulation concerns,

another health condition, or a combination of factors.

Executive functioning is not a measure of intelligence, motivation or character. Many

adults with strong professional skills, insight and creative ability still find that
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organising competing demands, estimating time or following through on plans takes
disproportionate effort. A careful clinical assessment looks beyond the surface
problem to understand how these difficulties occur, how long they have been

present, and what support may be appropriate.

What executive functioning means in adult life

Executive functions are a group of mental processes that help a person manage
goals, behaviour and attention. They allow us to pause before responding, hold
information in mind, shift between tasks, plan steps, monitor progress and adjust

when circumstances change.

In adult life, these skills are often tested by situations with few external structures.
University study, managing a household, parenting, work deadlines, finances and
appointments can all require planning and self-monitoring at the same time.
Someone may perform well when a task is urgent or highly interesting, yet struggle

to begin routine tasks that matter just as much.

Common areas explored in an assessment include working memory, sustained
attention, task initiation, organisation, time management, flexible thinking, impulse
control and emotional regulation. The pattern matters more than any single difficulty.
For example, repeatedly misplacing items may have different clinical significance
depending on whether it occurs alongside distractibility, anxiety, sleep disruption,

low mood or cognitive changes.

When an executive function assessment for adults

may be useful

An assessment may be worth discussing with a qualified health professional when
everyday difficulties are persistent, affect more than one area of life, or have become
harder to manage as responsibilities increase. Adults commonly seek clarification
after recognising longstanding patterns that were not identified at school, or after a

child’s assessment prompts reflection on their own experiences.

Behavioural Neurotherapy Clinic | Tel: 03 9848 9100 | www.adhd.com.au Page 2


https://www.adhd.com.au

Some people are considering ADHD assessment, while others want to understand

problems with concentration, planning or emotional responses without assuming a
particular diagnosis. This distinction is important. Executive function difficulties can
occur with ADHD, but they are not specific to ADHD. Anxiety, depression, trauma,

poor sleep, substance use, chronic stress, some medical conditions and medication

effects may also affect attention, memory, organisation and decision-making.

A comprehensive process is therefore more useful than relying on an online checklist

or one score from a screening questionnaire. Screening tools can identify areas that

warrant further discussion, but they do not establish a diagnosis by themselves.

What a clinical assessment usually involves

The exact approach depends on the reason for referral, a person’s history and the
clinical question being considered. A clinician will generally begin with a detailed
interview. This covers current concerns and their impact on work, study,

relationships, home responsibilities and wellbeing.

Developmental history is also relevant. For ADHD and many neurodevelopmental
conditions, clinicians consider whether relevant symptoms and functional difficulties
were present in childhood, even if they were overlooked at the time. School reports,
previous assessments or information from a parent, sibling or partner can sometimes
add useful context. This is not always available, particularly for adults whose early
records are limited, and clinicians can discuss other ways to build a well-rounded

history.

Questionnaires may be used to gather structured information about executive
functioning, attention, mood, anxiety and daily functioning. In some circumstances,
formal cognitive assessment or selected neuropsychological measures may be
recommended. These tasks can examine aspects of attention, working memory,

processing speed and problem-solving under standardised conditions.

However, a testing session is only one part of the picture. A person can concentrate
effectively in a quiet, structured appointment and still experience significant difficulty

managing an unstructured week. Conversely, a low score on one task does not
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automatically explain a person’s daily challenges. Clinical interpretation brings

together test findings, history, reported experiences and the impact on functioning.

Why differential assessment matters

Adults often arrive with a clear suspicion of ADHD, and that concern deserves
respectful consideration. At the same time, an assessment should examine other
explanations and co-occurring conditions rather than treating executive functioning

as a standalone label.

For instance, anxiety can make it difficult to make decisions, begin tasks or retain
information when under pressure. Depression may affect energy, concentration and

motivation. Autistic adults may experience executive functioning challenges,

particularly when routines change or sensory and social demands are high. ADHD,

autism, anxiety and mood concerns can also occur together.

The purpose of differential assessment is not to dismiss a person’s experience. It is to
develop an accurate formulation that can guide appropriate care. Sometimes the
outcome is a formal diagnosis; sometimes it is a clearer understanding of functional

needs and contributing factors. Both can be clinically useful.

Preparing for an adult executive function

assessment

You do not need to arrive with perfect records or a polished explanation. It can help,
though, to note specific examples of what happens in daily life. Consider when the
difficulty is most noticeable, what makes it better or worse, how long it has been

present, and what practical consequences follow.

Examples may include repeatedly missing bill due dates despite reminders, taking far
longer than expected to complete administrative tasks, becoming derailed when a
routine changes, interrupting during conversations, or feeling unable to prioritise
when several tasks are urgent. Concrete examples help distinguish occasional stress

from a consistent pattern of impairment.
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If available, bring relevant medical information, past psychological reports, school
documentation and a list of current medications. It is also sensible to speak with your
GP if there are physical health, sleep, hearing, hormonal or medication-related

factors that may be contributing to concentration difficulties.

What happens after the assessment

Feedback should explain the findings in plain language, including areas of strength
as well as areas of difficulty. If a diagnosis is made, the clinician can discuss what it
means, its limits and the treatment or support options that may be relevant. If the
assessment does not support a particular diagnosis, the feedback should still address

the concerns that brought you to the appointment.

Recommendations are individual. They may include psychological therapy, cognitive-
behavioural strategies, practical environmental adjustments, workplace or study
supports, further medical review, or referral to another practitioner where indicated.
Medication assessment, when relevant, is undertaken by an appropriately qualified

medical practitioner rather than a psychologist.

For adults assessed through a psychology service, therapy can provide a structured
place to work on planning systems, avoidance patterns, emotional regulation, self-
criticism and sustainable routines. The aim is not to impose a one-size-fits-all
productivity system. Strategies need to fit a person’s work, family responsibilities,

sensory needs, values and available support.

At Behavioural Neurotherapy Clinic, adult assessments and therapeutic support are
available in Melbourne and through Australia-wide Zoom consultations. Medicare
rebates may be available for eligible clients with an appropriate GP or specialist

referral and Mental Health Care Plan. The relevant pathway can be clarified before

booking, as eligibility and referral requirements vary.

Questions to ask before booking

Before arranging an appointment, it is reasonable to ask what the assessment is

designed to answer, whether it includes diagnostic evaluation, how many sessions
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may be needed and what written feedback will be provided. You may also ask
whether collateral information is requested, whether telehealth is suitable for your
circumstances, and how the service coordinates with your GP, psychiatrist or other

treating professionals.

A good fit depends on the question you need answered. A brief consultation may be
appropriate for some concerns, while a comprehensive ADHD or neurodevelopmental
assessment may require a broader history and multiple sources of information.

Understanding this distinction upfront helps set realistic expectations.

Difficulties with organisation and attention can be exhausting, particularly when
others see only the missed task rather than the effort behind it. A thoughtful
assessment offers a starting point for understanding the pattern and deciding on

practical, clinically appropriate next steps.

For more information

Call (03) 9848 9100
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